First tracks: Building ski culture in Prince George, B.C. by Lorraine (Knight)
 
  
  
 
  
First Tracks:  Building Ski Culture in Prince George, B.C. 
 © 2015 by Lorraine Knight 
All rights reserved. 
 
No part of this book may be stored, reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any 
means without written permission of the author, except in cases of brief quotations 
embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
 
ISBN 978-0-9940324-0-9 
 
Library and Archive Canada Cataloguing in Publication 
 
Knight, Lorraine A., 1931 –  
Prince George, British Columbia 
 
 
All photographs except as noted copyright © Lorraine Knight.  All rights reserved. 
 
Author:  Lorraine Knight 
Design and Layout:  Lyle Knight 
 
Cover Photo:  Lucy Buchanan Collection 
Cover Artwork:  Lyle Knight and Emma Knight with Photoshop CS5  
 
Inside Photo:  Lucy Buchanan Collection 
 
Main Body Font:  Palatino Linotype 12 (titles size 14) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Published by Knight Ink, Coldstream, British Columbia 
Printed and bound in Canada by Knight Ink   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In memory of Dene Knight - he followed his dream and 
built a legacy of skiing for generations to enjoy! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
Thank you to Lyle Knight for his continuous inspiration to publish my material, 
his in-depth knowledge as a seasoned editor and his patience as I worked through the 
edits. 
 
I am thankful for the many friends who added to my story and past memories 
through their interviews, e-mails and telephone conversations. Thank you to Ann 
Dekker, Janice Dierker, Laurie Phillips, Bob Stowell, Doug Knight, Bob Knight, Tara 
O’Brien, and Janice Bleeker for stories of the ski and race development.   A special 
thank you to Lucy Buchanan for sharing the Purden ski album and Lea Ann Kueng for 
pictures from her racing collection. The telephone conversations with Lloyd Mear and 
Paul Venner brought to light many events of the past.  
 
It was a pleasure to connect with the present owners of the Purden Ski Resort. 
Keith and Michalea Buchanan supplied me with extensive overviews of the modern 
Purden Ski Resort and the expansion and future plans for the area. 
 
Thank you everyone who gave me encouragement to research the history of the 
development of skiing in Prince George. 
 
Lorraine Knight  ❄ 
February 1, 2015 
 
 
 
First Tracks:  Building Ski Culture in Prince George, B.C.   Page 1 
 
FIRST TRACKS: 
 BUILDING SKI CULTURE IN PRINCE GEORGE, B.C. 
 
PREFACE 
 
This is the story of the development of skiing around my home town, Prince 
George, British Columbia. Since the 1930s I’ve watched and participated in the 
progression of the sport from the slopes of Moore’s Meadow and Connaught Hill 
through to the establishment of the popular ski hills we have today. Through this work 
I’ve found it is necessary to look back at the development of Prince George through the 
years to understand how we have arrived where we are today, on the verge of hosting 
the 2015 Canada Winter Games!  
 
This is only my perspective of how winter sports, and especially skiing, have 
evolved in our region.  There will undoubtedly be historical and factual inaccuracies and 
gaps for some readers; truthfully, I’ve written this primarily for my family in order to 
capture our role in this history and to ensure the information is passed down to our 
future generations.  That said, I hope that others will use these words to reflect on their 
own journey through the sport of skiing in B.C.’s central interior. 
 
FROM THE BEGINNING 
  
From early on, Prince George was recognized as 
the Hub of the North, where the Fraser and Nechako 
Rivers come together. This confluence has attracted 
many cultures as the pioneers moved across Canada to 
explore our new nation.  Sawmills, farms, railroads and 
the fur industry were magnets to the settlers. They 
arrived from Europe and as they settled they 
introduced much of their cultural and recreational 
activities to the area, including cross country skiing. 
Travel by skis and snowshoes for the trap lines and the 
forest industry also became part of the recreational 
activities in the community. 
 
First Tracks:  Building Ski Culture in Prince George, B.C.   Page 2 
 
South Fort George and Central Fort George were established as the Hudson Bay 
Fur Trading Company near the downtown core of Prince George today. This opened the 
territory to trappers and employees of the company and, despite the rivalry, both towns 
flourished and had a population of 800 each by 1911.  In 1912 the government announced 
the expansion of their railroad, the Pacific Great Eastern.  They laid their own industrial 
“first tracks” to link Fort George to Vancouver and the Peace River Country. The news 
attracted still more people and by 1913 the two centres had populations of 1,500 each 
plus thousands of railroad construction workers.  
 
However, the Grand Trunk Pacific Railroad had purchased property between the 
two Georges and in 1913 the town of Prince George was established. In 1914, the 
communities of South Fort George and Central Fort George reached their peak with 
populations of 1,500 each. In April 1914, Prince George was little more than a clearing 
before the railway company started selling lots in a new town called Prince George. The 
original communities disappeared and today Prince George is the largest city in central 
interior of B.C.  
 
Doctor Valerie Giles’ October 2000 article in the Prince George Citizen, 
“Remembering P.G.’s First Department Store,” begins “In the wave of immigration in 
North America from Europe in the last decade of the 1800’s there arrived people of 
extraordinary drive and talent. The westward migration across the continent eventually 
brought people like immigrants John and Madeline Izowsky to Prince George. The 
opening of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway and the intense high pressure advertising 
by George J.Hammond brought hundreds of newcomers to the area. Hammond, lavish 
with his money, stated in his typical 1900’s advertisement, “FORT FRASER - The Heart 
of British Columbia.”  John and Madeline were my grandparents! 
 
When the first passenger train arrived on January 30, 1914, the new town was little 
more than a clearing in the forest. Carol Lynn Box’s thesis publication, Madeline 
Izowsky, 1885-1979 related in an interview with Madeline, “When we come here in 1914 
in May, it wasn’t much of a town, mostly big stumps, no streets, no sidewalks, and there 
were quite a lot of people living in shacks or tents and building homes.”  Russell J. 
Walker memoir Bacon, Beans ‘N Brave Hearts, includes pictures of the tent town that 
Madeline mentioned in her interview.  Mr. Walker was the first newspaperman in the 
settlement and his stories and pictures are very colorful. He states, “I witnessed the birth 
and development of the embryo town of Prince George, a city in the making.”  
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The Izowskys bought their first lot on Seventh Avenue.  Squatters occupied their 
property and John was forced to dismantle the squatter’s shack in order to build his 
home. The area was not surveyed and John built their first house in the middle of the 
street.  Madeline explained, “Well, it was just Seventh Avenue, there were no sidewalks, 
it wasn’t graded, it was just grass, we didn’t know where the street was going to be.”  
 
Not unlike many other immigrant settlers, this industrious couple went into 
business and opened a grocery store.  The family with four children lived in the back 
rooms and in the two rooms upstairs.  When the railway officials built their station  one 
and half blocks west of George Street in 1922, many other businesses relocated to this 
area. John and Madeline sold the grocery store and moved to George Street in the 
downtown area. John built J.M. Izowsky Clothing and Dry Goods establishment.  This 
changed their venue from groceries to ladies and children’s wear and dry goods. 
  
John, Madeline and family became very 
active in the early settlement of Prince George.  
Madeline stated, “We always had a big skating 
rink, in fact they had a really good hockey team. 
My eldest son Charlie was goalkeeper and my 
younger son Nestor played hockey and the 
clarinet for the Prince George band (a photo of 
the band on the old City Hall steps can be 
found in the Prince George archives).  Prince 
George had an active tennis club located at the 
corner of Ospika Boulevard and Fifteenth 
Avenue where Jo and Nestor played tennis.  Jo, 
my younger daughter, was a classical pianist 
and her first outside job as a teenager was 
playing at the theatre for silent movies. For 
many years she also played the organ for the 
church choir.” The early activities of this busy 
family in the winter months were skating, 
sledding, hockey and skiing.   
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CONNAUGHT HILL SKI JUMP 
 
Some of the earliest recorded skiing in the Prince George area occurred when a 30 
metre ski jump was built on the north side of Connaught Hill perched above where the 
library is now situated. As spectators, they watched the competitions in the large 
meadow below the jump and you can still see the clearing through the poplar and spruce 
treed hillside. The Prince George Ski Jumping Hill Archives relates that on February 1, 
1931, “The first ski jumping competition with artificial illumination in North America 
shall have taken place at Prince George in British Columbia,” and was even host to the 
Canadian Olympic Trials in 1936.  
 
  
  
 
Around the same time the first Olympic Winter Games were held in Chamonix, 
France in an effort to commemorate exceptional athletes who could not take place in the 
Summer Games. You have to wonder if this international spirit of winter competition 
inspired the local ski jump. The Scandinavian influence in the sport was definitely in 
evidence at the games and as they developed their cultural activities in the Prince George 
community.  In 1936, the Winter Olympics took place at Olympiaschanze and the 
jumping medals went to Ruud Birger gold, Norway, Sven Eriksson silver, Sweden and 
Reidar Andersen bronze, Norway.    
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Dene Knight lived with 
his parents and siblings in 
Pioneer Gold Mines in the 
early 1930s where another 
early ski jump was built.  He 
was the youngest resident to 
sail off the jump at the age of 
ten. The family also took 
pictures of the family in the 
deep, snow-covered 
mountains on skis, sleds and 
skates. When the Knight 
family took up residence in 
Prince George they became 
active participants in 
promoting winter sports 
which I will detail further 
along in this story. 
 
 
MOORE’S MEADOW 
 
The new, booming Prince George contained a young population that were looking 
for a new outdoor interest and they turned their attention to cross country skiing.  In the 
early years, the equipment consisted of long wooden skis and bamboo poles with large 
hide baskets. This was the style of skiing and in this manner the athletes would cross- 
country ski to Moore’s Meadow. This Meadow area is now within the city limits located 
at Foothills Boulevard.  At that time it was a remote and scenic bowl in the surrounding 
pine forest. 
 
There was one short run straight down to the meadow below and then a hike back 
to the top to schuss the slope again. At the end of the day, the skiers would be wet and 
cold in their felt ski clothes and leather boots.  We would head home in the moonlight to 
the bowl area where Prince George was centered. Many other cross country trails in the 
bowl led to the Rouge Slough (Carrie Jane Gray Park) or across the trails above Assman’s 
Slough to the South Fort George Water Tower.  There was also ice skating on a slough 
where the Parkwood Mall is now located. 
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THE HICKORY WING SKI CLUB 
 
As a result of the considerable interest in winter sports in Prince 
George, the Hickory Wing Ski Club was formed by John Pettersen and 
his son Bjorger in 1957.  It was initially a cross country club and located 
at Otway a few kilometres west of Prince George. John arrived with his 
family from Norway in 1953 and dedicated his time to the promotion and 
building of Otway into a first class cross-country and biathlon centre.  “We had a hard 
time developing the sport here (in Prince George), there was no culture in it,” said 
Bjorger.  However, in order to compete in international races a need was identified for a 
ski jump and larger facilities.  John and Bjorger promoted and developed the cross-
country, ski jump and biathlon facilities at Tabor Mountain in 1960.  
 
The contestants required wins in combined biathlon and ski jump events, so now 
the International requirements were met. From the Otway venue there was an active 
racing committee to promote cross country ski racing events.  Under John’s coaching, his 
young son Bjorger conquered the cross-country ski trails and won the northern B.C. 
cross-country title seven years in a row from 1957-1963. His coaching career began when 
he was 21 and he continued to shape and develop the sport he loved locally, nationally 
and internationally. 
 
John Pettersen was posthumously inducted into the Prince George Sport Hall of 
Fame in 2014 for his efforts in this regard under the builder/administrator category. John 
was known as Mr. Cross-Country, pioneering the sport of cross-country skiing not only 
locally but in B.C. and Canada. Founding the Hickory Wing Ski Club, he was involved in 
every aspect of the sport for almost 30 years.  
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John’s son, Bjorger Pettersen, co-founded the Hickory wing Ski Club and then 
collaborated to develop the cross-country, ski jump and biathlon facilities at Tabor 
Mountain in 1960.  Bjorger became the first full-time coach of the national cross-country 
team in 1971 and guided the team to the 1972 Winter Olympic Winter Games in Sapporo, 
Japan. Prior to the ’72 games, Bjorger went to Inuvik and launched an innovative program 
for young skiers. Seven of the nine skiers on the 1972 Olympic team were from Inuvik. 
 
Bjorger spent 27 years as a Canadian representative on the Federation International 
de Ski (FIS). He was inducted into the Canadian Ski Hall of Fame in 2007 and is an 
honorary, lifetime member of FIS. When Calgary earned the right to host the 1988 Winter 
Olympics, Bjorger was instrumental in designing the cross-country ski courses at the 
Canmore Nordic Centre. Bjorger Pettersen became one of cross-country’s most 
influential builders in B.C. and Canada in a career that spanned decades. He was also 
inducted in the Prince George Sport Hall of Fame under the Pioneer Athlete category at 
the age of 72 in a ceremony that took place in April of 2014. Rolf Pettersen, Bjorger’s 
brother and John’s son, is also in the Sports Hall of Fame. 
 
In the same ceremony, Dave Wood was also inducted in the Prince George Sport 
Hall of Fame under the Coach 
category. Wood progressed 
from athlete skier and general 
club volunteer at Hickory 
Wing Ski Club to become Team 
Head Coach for cross-country 
skiing from 1994 to 1995. In 
four years under Wood’s 
leadership, Canada’s first gold 
medal in cross-country skiing 
was won at the 2002 Winter 
Olympics in Salt Lake City. 
Other medals followed and 
under his guidance led the 
Canadian men’s team to its 
best ever performance at the 
2010 Vancouver Olympics.  
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF TABOR MOUNTAIN 
 
The Hickory Wing Ski Club moved to Tabor Mountain and became an integrated 
cross country and alpine ski club in 1960. The trails today are known as the Tabor 
Recreation Trails and, while the Hickory Wing Ski Club is no more, there are now more 
than 1,870 members at the Caledonia Nordic Ski Club.  It is based at the Otway Nordic 
Ski Centre which is believed to be the largest cross-country ski club in Canada. This is a 
great legacy from such prominent and dedicated men.   
 
Tabor Mountain also produced a strong group of Alpine racers. The executive was 
active in developing these two styles of competition in our geographic zone.  John 
Pettersen, Cross Country Executive and Dene Knight, Alpine Executive, joined the 
provincial groups and gave recognition to our area. They both were very active in 
demanding sound principles and furthering the need for a strong society of racing ethics. 
 
Alpine ski areas began to thrive across the province long before Prince George had 
developed ski hills. The industry began to expand; in the lower mainland Seymour, 
Grouse and Whistler enjoyed an active business on the slopes. Central British Columbia 
regions such as Tod Mountain (now Sun Peaks) near Kamloops, Silver Star at Vernon, Big 
White outside of Kelowna and Apex in the mountains near Penticton had developed areas 
for downhill skiing. Farther to the east, the Kootenays included ski areas such as Red 
Mountain at Rossland. These hills began to attract the locals to the snow covered 
mountains with groomed slopes and reasonable family season passes and day tickets.   
  
At Tabor Mountain, the Hickory Wing Ski Club became very active in managing 
this budding ski area.  A large A-Frame hut was 
built by the Club with a huge circular, wood 
burning fireplace in the middle. Benches lined the 
rustic walls for boot changing and a great deal of 
foot warming occurred in this cozy atmosphere. 
While putting wooden shakes on the roof, Dene 
Knight fell from the ladder and broke his leg.  
Marlene Ongman, artist, was commissioned to 
design the club’s logo.  It was a circular silver pin 
with a blue background and silver winged ski inset.  
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For the Club, a large group of the members became Class One ski instructors. They 
were trained by certified instructors who offered the course on the slopes at the Tabor 
Mountain Ski area. These experts passed on their knowledge and expertise to the 
involved Hickory Wing Ski Club members in teaching skiing at the beginner level.  Ski 
lessons were offered each weekend and the volunteers supplied the necessary help to the 
crowds that came to learn to ski. The instructor’s distinctive light blue jackets with the 
white stripe across the front were very obvious on the mountain. 
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Doug Knight remembers a 500-foot rope tow strung out and pulling skiers to mid-
mountain. A shorter, 200-foot rope tow on the west slope was installed for beginners to 
lift them mid-way up a gentler slope. The skiers held a metal handle to clamp onto the 
rope to be hauled up this run or risked wearing out the palms of their mittens on the 
coarse rope.  A deep groove was developed along this lift line and many fearful 
beginners ended up falling off and struggling to ski down on their long, metal-edged 
skis. However, the longer T-bar fulfilled the wishes of the more advanced skiers who 
sought more challenging and diverse terrain.  Minimal snow packing was done on the 
few downhill runs and this area attracted many Prince George powder enthusiasts. 
 
Bob and Celia Melrose arrived in Prince George as the new owners of Tabor 
Mountain Ski Hill. This was a wedding gift from her parents who own a resort and ski 
hill in the Fairmont area. The young couple gradually improved the Tabor Mountain Ski 
Hill with a T-bar to the top and later a chair lift to replace the T-bar, a cozy lodge, a snack 
shop and a volunteer ski patrol. The area developed into a very desirable ski area for 
Alpine racers and recreational skiers alike. Ski coaches were hired and the young racers 
became very active in 
their training for the 
scheduled provincial 
races. When the Melrose 
group retired from the ski 
business the Tabor 
Mountain Ski Hill was 
purchased by the Fillion 
Logging Company and 
the brothers have 
maintained an active 
business there ever since.  
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“HUNDRED STEPS” SKI HILL 
 
Around the same time, a small downhill ski area was being developed at the base 
of Cranbrook Hill within the city limits of Prince George. The military group stationed 
there had a training centre at on the west bank of the hill and they practiced maneuvers 
on these slopes, built bunkers and conducted drills each day. Aaron Thompson, Prince 
George city manager, along with his sons used this cleared area to develop a small ski 
hill on this sloping bank and named it One Hundred Steps Ski Hill.  
 
The historical information from the Prince George Public Library states that there 
was a creek flowing, and there were two ladders going up the bank made of logs. Each 
ladder had 50 steps for a total of 100 steps, so the name of the development was 
appropriate. A small T-bar ran up the middle and short runs were developed on each 
side.  A pro shop, ski instructor office and café were housed at the base of the ski area 
and a ski patrol group was active, as well.  
 
Janice Dierker (nee Phillips) and her sister Laurie wrote, “Yes, we all started at 
Hundred Steps. I remember Laurie and me taking lessons, but the lodge there had the 
best hot chocolate which was a treat for the weary skiers.” The after-school crowd passed 
many enjoyable hours on this hill. The adults arrived in the evenings for night skiing on 
the floodlit slopes.  The adult skiers met in the small lodge after skiing for hot drinks, 
dancing and friendship. Memories linger of Del Wendt in his mukluks and red 
suspenders dancing up a storm in this little hut amid cheers of laughter. Many young 
skiers learned the basics of alpine skiing on these slopes.  
 
An attempt was made by the city to purchase and relocate the ski hill further along 
Cranbrook Hill in 1973.  A committee including Dene Knight was struck to assess the 
viability and the idea was later scrapped.  When the ski hill was closed, the Thompson’s 
developed the Carriage House and Forest Glenn Apartments at the corner of Foothills 
Boulevard and 15th Avenue and the access road to the University of Northern British 
Columbia. 
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HART HIGHLANDS WINTER CLUB 
 
The Hart Highlands Winter Club is an independent ski hill above the Nechako 
River, north of the city of Prince George. In 1968, Norcan Development purchased a large 
parcel of land and began to plan a huge subdivision which is now the Hart Highlands 
area. In the plan was a large acreage given to the property owners and to be developed 
as a recreational area for the community. Ted Saddler, the subdivision developer soon 
saw the possibility of 
incorporating a ski area for the 
community along with parks 
and trails for all season usage. 
This is now a Community Ski 
Hill run by volunteers and 
paid employees. 
 
The facility consists of a 
400 foot vertical ski area with a 
Poma Lift, groomed slopes and 
an easy-access parking lot. The 
prices are affordable and the 
hill is as friendly environment for young families and handicapped skiers.  The chalet 
has a ski shop, coffee house and changing rooms and the entire facilities at the Hart Ski 
Hill are non-smoking. The walls in the coffee house are decorated with articles and 
pictures of the development of the area along with other historical events held at the ski 
hill.  The Nancy Greene and Prince George Alpine Racers use this facility for training 
sessions. In 1975 The Hart Highlands was incorporated into the city of Prince George.  
The Hart Ski Hill remains a community facility.  
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EARLY ALPINE SKI RACING 
 
An active Alpine Racing team was developed at Tabor Mountain Ski Hill. Coaches 
were hired and the parents of these young athletes became very involved in their 
endeavors to excel at this sport. The terrain was perfect for slalom races. The training 
was intense although many difficulties occurred with equipment and limited vertical 
space for downhill races. The race course area was maintained and boot-packed by the 
racers. Many a morning before the race, the racers actively side slipped the course to 
remove the accumulated powder from an overnight snowfall. Slalom poles were bamboo 
or small pine trees cut by the racers. Bob Knight remembers that, “they had wooden 
slalom gates and cut slalom poles from small pine trees. The pine poles were often cut 
near the Willow River Bridge, hand peeled, painted yellow, red, and blue and used for 
the race gates.” 
 
The equipment used in that era was very different from the standards required 
today. The racers had wooden skis with screw-on metal edges, bulky clothing without 
protection for knees and arms hitting the wooden poles and safety straps to tie the boots 
to the skis. Helmets were not a requirement at that time and the standard wool toque 
graced their heads. The early training began on the Tabor Mountain Ski Hill rope tow 
run that was only 500 feet long and was restricted to short slalom training.  
 
Once the longer T-bar was installed, the team was able to train on a giant slalom 
course. The team hired two new coaches, Bill Wonnocott, a former National Team 
member and Bill Ehrens, who managed the Alpine Hut store in the city. Timing devices 
consisted of three separate hand held stop watches at the finish gate. The parents and 
Hickory Wing Ski Club encouraged these athletes to travel to races throughout British 
Columbia and Alberta. The team quickly gained confidence in their racing abilities under 
excellent coaching and the racers came back home with many provincial racing trophies. 
Love of the sport was encouraged and it built lifelong friendships between competitors, 
race officials and volunteers. As well, the coached helped to develop strong racing values 
for the team. 
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SKI TEAM TRAINING 
 
Physical training was maintained throughout the year in order to keep an elevated 
level of fitness for racing. Connaught Hill saw many sessions of racers running up and 
down the area as well as weekly dryland training in the King George V school gymnasium.  
Each summer a ski camp was held at Hudson Bay Mountain located at the town of 
Smithers. A lodge was located on the hill and many cabins along the road up the hill 
housed the skiers. Volunteer parents went along to supervise and supply the meals for the 
racers.  The coaches were joined by twenty young racers from ages nine to young teens. The 
grueling hike up to the glacier each day was marked with a ribboned trail that would be 
blocked out by fog. The skiers would trudge up carrying skis, equipment and lunches.  
 
 
George Evanoff, a local engineer and ski enthusiast/supporter, built a portable rope 
tow flown in by helicopter for this course area, and the training began in earnest all week 
long. The weary participants returned at the end of day to clean up, enjoy hot meals 
prepared by the volunteer parents and to receive evening instructions and the viewing of 
their days training. The training sessions were filmed by a movie camera on the set course.  
Skills of endurance and courage were instilled in these junior racers. I recall, as a parent 
supervisor and cook, sleeping in the lodge on a table after a bear scare on the cabin trails! 
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Smithers Summer Ski Camp – July 1969 
 
Back Row:  Bill Wonnacott (coach), unknown, Trudy Bryant, Marjorie Vanorden, Cindy Dekker, Melinda 
Kent, unknown, Carrie Wright, Jeremy Faulk, unknown, Doug Knight, Allan Young, Bill Ehrens (coach) 
Middle Row:  unknown, unknown, unknown, Heather Vanorden, Lea Ann Mear 
Front Row:  Pat Glacier, Frank Moore, Bob Knight, Brent Ongman, unknown, Kathy Young, Dale 
Stephens, Bob Mear, Guy Perdue 
 
Many of the best organized races were held at the Tabor Mountain Ski Hill area. 
However, it soon became apparent to the coaches and executive of the Alpine team that 
in order to hold provincial FIS races and to encourage other provincial teams to meet in 
this area, more, lengthy ski 
terrain was needed. The 
vertical at Tabor Mountain 
prohibited sanctioned 
giant slalom and downhill 
races which were a part of 
the combination for 
Alpine ski races. They 
looked east along 
Highway 16 to the 
foothills of the Rocky 
Mountain Range and a 
dream was born! 
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THE NEED FOR EXPANSION – PURDEN MOUNTAIN 
 
In the mid-1960s the Hickory Wing Ski Club racing executive and the dedicated 
parents of the racers met to discuss the possibilities of developing a new downhill skiing 
area. This would be beneficial to the development of Alpine racing in the area and a 
chance to promote the Northern Zone to the more established zones in British Columbia.  
The provincial racing organization was becoming aware of our excellent snow conditions, 
high level coaches, trained and organized race officials and superb race events. The racers 
were also becoming dominant in their abilities to compete and win competitions.  
 
Dene Knight, Alpine Executive President, was one of the parents with the vision 
and energy to establish a new ski hill to compliment the needs of the northern zone 
racers.  Dene brought together a financially solid group of investors and provided a 
viable plan to locate and finance the ski lift and develop suitable terrain. The principle 
investors, Roger Lundgren (CA), Gordon Sahlen (Senior Educator) and Dene Knight 
(Hughes and Knight Insurance Co.) formed a private company to research the possible 
location of the ski area. They were a team of young, ambitious gentlemen with the drive 
and tenacity to follow this dream to reality. 
 
Early travel from Prince George to McBride depended on the Canadian National 
Railway which ran along the Fraser River and connected the small communities along 
the way.  Mike Nash states in his book, George Evanoff, “In the late 1950’s a grade for 
the future highway was being 
cleared and by 1966 the new 
highway had been completed 
between Prince George and the 
Purden Lake area.”   This highway 
was a valuable asset to sawmill 
and small communities that had 
sprung up in this valley. A few 
such as Sinclair Mills, Eagle Lake 
Sawmill and McLean’s Sawmill 
near Penny benefited greatly from 
the easier access in their logging 
and milling operations.  
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Joe Plenk, an interested developer, would often travel from Sinclair Mills to Purden 
Lake via CNR to fish and he became familiar with the Purden Lake area. He saw the 
recreational potential of the location above the lake and voiced his expert opinion.  The 
finished gravel highway to Purden Lake beckoned the investors to travel east in an 
endeavor to locate the land for a new ski hill.  
 
The investment team drove out 65 kilometres along this newly developed gravel 
highway to Purden Lake. They arrived with snowshoes and skis in their vehicles to scout 
the area.  At the foothills of the Rocky Mountains they found a favorable mountain 
across the new highway from the lake.  The group hiked up about four kilometres to a 
large, timbered north-facing bowl. The bottom of the sustained slope was similar in 
height to the top of the Tabor Mountain Ski Hill and would be the perfect location for the 
proposed ski lift and lodge. They trudged on in the snow to the top of Purden Mountain. 
The spectacular view north to the McGregor Range, Purden Lake and west to the valley 
beneath Tabor Mountain was astounding.  
 
They stood in awe before the grandeur 
of this panorama spread out before them. 
As they traversed back down the slope they 
noted large powder bowls and swales 
suitable for ski run development. The 
incredible fall lines for skiing that could be 
developed were also discussed by the 
group.  Creeks flowed down the landscape 
and a natural grade would allow for a 
passable road up the mountain. The huge 
scope of this mountain captivated the team 
and the location was decided for the pursuit 
of building a new ski area. 
 
The group began to put into motion the necessary submissions to obtain the Crown 
land for developing the area. After negotiations and discussion of the plan, the B.C. 
Lands and Forest Department were generous in allowing the land to be allotted for the 
project. The area was huge and would allow room for further development. The 
development team submitted their application, along with aerial photographs and maps 
in order for the clearing permits to be issued and the Yellowhead lift line cut. 
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Very little was initially done to develop the main ski runs which would follow the 
huge willow glades and the routes were mapped to outline the overall plan. During the 
winter of 1967-1968 a snow study was done in the Purden Bowl area as the snow mass 
was an important issue. The test revealed that Purden Mountain was within a 
considerable snow belt. The rain forest effect and the beginning of the cedar forest 
extending to McBride indicated the existence of a heavy snow region.  
 
When the survey was completed it became evident that this snow mass would 
ample to develop the future ski hill!  Once the Crown land was secured and the 
development 
permit issued, the 
arrangements were 
made to order the 
Mueller Chair Lift 
and T-bar. The 
representative for 
Mueller Ski Lifts 
was located in 
Jasper so this 
contact was the first 
step in ordering the 
required lift. With 
this information 
from the Mueller representative, the purchasers were able to deal with the Canadian 
distributor who operated his business in Montreal and they ordered the 12 tower 
structure from his firm. 
 
The lift would be supplied and delivered to the Purden site for assembly and 
installation. A Mueller T-bar was also ordered for the beginner slope. The financing of 
this lift was agreed upon and the down payment was paid by the investors. The financial 
debt would be reduced over a period of time as the revenue was gained from the ski hill 
operation. The representative in Jasper also took care of the required inspection when the 
project was completed. This would be in conjunction with the Department of 
Transportation in British Columbia.   
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PURDEN SKI HILL – CONSTRUCTION BEGINS 
 
In the spring of 1967-1968 the 
construction began on the new hill.  The 
immediate objective was to get the service 
road built and move the necessary 
equipment into the base of the proposed 
chair lift and T-bar. The roadway was 
mapped to include a winding, four 
switchback route to service the building 
project. This type of logging road was 
familiar to the area to access the local 
timber stands.  Frank Buchanan’s heavy 
duty equipment was put into operation to 
cut the difficult route up the mountain. 
Huge spring runoff from the snowmelt 
created many problems including 
mudslides along the cut path. However, 
the issues were addressed by the operators and a suitable access was created to allow the 
supplies to be moved to the construction area.  
 
Crews worked long days 
along the cut to clear unwanted 
debris and obstacles. This roadway 
proved adequate to allow the start 
of the clearing and the logging 
aspects of the intended lift line. The 
material for the new lodge was also 
transported by flat deck up to the 
site at this time. Later in the season, 
after the road dried up, it was 
groomed with a permanent gravel 
layer and the necessary ditching 
and culverts were added. It became 
a very suitable two lane road for 
the vehicles accessing the proposed 
ski area. 
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Work began to cut the lift line up the steep slope from the base to the peak of the 
mountain. The desired clearing was a 30 metre wide swath through the trees, up the 
engineered line and allowing 1,100 vertical feet of terrain. The loggers felled the trees 
along the route and the cut timber was used to crisscross creeks, fill in depressions on the 
hill and build unloading ramps. The upper part of the proposed route passed through a 
series of cliffs and rocks.  It was difficult to access but an existing vale was crossed to a 
suitable area above to install the last tower that housed the bull wheel.  
 
 
 
 
 
Crews slashed and stacked the limbs and branches into huge piles that created 
massive burns along the working area.  Joe Plenk was active in blasting and clearing brush 
and small trees.  He also built the concrete pads that would support the 12 lift towers and 
the bull wheel structure at the top. Lloyd Mear, an active investor in this development, 
used his D-9 crawler tractor and other equipment to improve the roughed out area. The 
huge stumps and other hazards were groomed and smoothed out on the ski runs.  
 
The end of the cleared road led to the huge parking lot area. It was located above 
the rise from the lift line base resulting in a gentle slope from the lodge to the T-bar or 
the chair lift. The concrete foundation for the lodge on the southeast side of the parking 
lot was surveyed and poured. Allowance was made for a basement under the front 
section for the ski shop, boot and equipment storage and a lunch area. The water source 
from Purden Creek was established and the lines were run to the lodge for the kitchen 
and washroom requirements. 
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Quick Lock construction logs were in fashion at that time so this design was how 
the lodge was built. The material was delivered to the lodge level and the structure was 
assembled by the existing crew.  
 
 
 
 
The Mueller Lift was delivered to the Purden Ski Hill site, as promised.  However, 
Joe Plenk remembers, “The new roadway was covered with eight inches of mud so the 
towers had to be assembled down 
below.”  A helicopter company was 
hired to move the towers from a ramp 
built off Highway 16 to the lift line 
position.  A helicopter pad was also 
developed at the top of the adjacent 
Baker Mountain (a sub-peak of Purden 
Mountain) for easier access to the 
construction site. The crew worked to 
secure the towers as they were flown 
into position and attach the heavy cable 
that would move the red, two-seat 
chairs up the mountain. Trip after trip 
saw the emerging lift line come to life.    
 
First Tracks:  Building Ski Culture in Prince George, B.C.   Page 22 
 
When the huge bull wheel was finally lifted into place on the last tower a cheer of 
jubilation was shouted over the mountain to the workers below! 
 
 
 
A generator powered the lift and was installed on the bottom platform of the project 
and eventually an enclosed shelter was provided to protect it from the weather.  The off-
ramp constructed at the top of the lift created an area for skiers to unload the chairs. 
 
The Mueller ski lift 
and T-bar were ready to be 
inspected before the 1968-
1969 ski season. The ski lift 
was ready; however, a 
serious problem existed 
with the T-bar installation. 
George Evanoff, who was 
an expert in electrical work, 
came forward and dealt 
with the problems that 
occurred with 
communication and safety 
issues.  
First Tracks:  Building Ski Culture in Prince George, B.C.   Page 23 
 
The ski lifts were now ready for the inspection to be carried out by the Department 
of Transportation.  The time limit for the inspection was urgent and a priority regarding 
the opening of the ski area. Each of the red chairs was loaded with sand bags to capacity 
of the lift and the generator was run at top speed. All other safety issues were inspected 
in relation to this vital maneuver. The tests were completed and passed for full operation 
of the chair lift and T-bar. 
 
 
 
PURDEN SKI HILL – GRAND OPENING! 
 
Purden Ski Hill was set to go! The event was a milestone in the history and 
development of alpine skiing in our zone.  The operation of the ski hill was now ready to 
open in the winter season of 1968 – 
1969. Unfortunately, the lodge was 
incomplete so a large trailer was 
hauled into the parking lot the first 
season to serve as the warm up 
hut, ticket sales and a small coffee 
shop. The ski shop, sales person 
and ski instructor were housed in 
a smaller unit alongside this 
temporary ski hut.  
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George Evanoff had been the head ski patroller at Tabor Mountain and, with the 
new ski area development and his children in the alpine racing program he established a 
new Ski Patrol group at Purden 
Ski Hill. A small hut was moved 
near the base of the lift for their 
shelter and also allowed 
ambulance access from the 
roadway to injured skiers. Snow 
clearing of the road to the 
highway was done early in the 
morning with the ski hill’s grader 
and then sanded from the back of 
a pickup truck by shovel. 
 
 
The first packer for grooming the slopes was rescued from a nearby northern lake 
and Lucy Buchanan recalls, “It was delivered to the work shed, overhauled and put into 
action by the existing mechanic.”   The packer was visible in the early morning grooming 
the cut runs before the ski day began. While some runs were cut, including the Face, the 
Purden Bowl and the Yellowhead, Purden Ski Hill was rustic. The Face followed the steep 
lift line, the long Yellowhead run to the west was named after the Yellowhead Highway 
16 and a huge powder bowl to the right became known as the Purden Bowl. Two short cut 
runs on either side of the T-bar were named after the local birds.   
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Ann Dekker, a parent of an Alpine racer, wondered about the viability of a ski hill so far 
from town; “It is difficult terrain and it is too far from Prince George to drive each day so 
will this area attract skiers?”  Bob Stowell recalls, “In the first year of operation the 
existing stumps were waist high along the cut runs!”  In spite of all the difficulties the 
racers and families gravitated to this new ski facility for the abundant powder snow and 
more vertical terrain. The parking lot overflowed and the lift line to access the ride to the 
top of the slopes stretched almost to the lodge area. An eager crowd arrived to 
experience this new ski development. 
 
As with any new developing business, the first two years of 
operation were critical for success in continuing to maintain a 
viable existence. A severe financial debt was experienced by the 
original investors. It also became evident after the first year of 
operation that the income generated from the ticket sales was not 
adequate to finance the improvements and cover the increased 
expenses of the business. The project was under-developed, there 
was a lack of groomed runs, new equipment was needed and the 
lodge was unfinished. Staff funding was also introduced into this 
equation.  
 
The investors met and decided to form a shareholder company with Robert 
Buchanan as president, Dene Knight as secretary/treasurer and a voting group of 
financially stable and avid skiers.  The newly-formed company held regular meetings 
and worked to create a sustainable venue as they were interested in keeping the 
organization operative through the financial crisis. Most of the shareholders worked 
without pay in exchange for shares in the new company. The money received went back 
into the development and contributed to reducing the debt load.  
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In 1969 Robert Buchanan, acting as manager of the venture, was able to arrange a 
bank loan and an agreement with the Northern Hardware store to obtain the needed 
building materials on credit.  The financial support from both entities supplied the 
necessary relief needed to insure completion of the Purden Ski Hill project. 
 
 
 
 
In a telephone conversation from his residence in California, Mear noted, “The 
Lloyd Mear Construction Company cleared and groomed the existing runs and 
developed much of the ski terrain . I also was in charge of grooming the National Junior 
run which was designed for the Alpine Team.  My three children were heavily involved 
in this program; they were avid racers and won many medals for the team.”  Later, when 
the hill was in operation, he continued to use his machinery to improve the new ski area. 
 
George Evanoff was recognized as a valuable addition and director for the 
company. His input was directed towards electrical and generator work and the ski 
patrol organization.  His work was paid in shares to the company. Mr. Buchanan 
oversaw the lifts and other hill functions such as staffing and training the attendants, 
parking lot care and grooming of the slopes. He also monitored the basic function of the 
company. Mr. Knight oversaw the ticket sales and season passes and kept a keen interest 
in the overall actions of the business.  
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Other willing shareholders became active in various areas to further the 
development. Joe Plank was very useful in hill clearing and blasting out troublesome 
rock structures and Gordon Sahlen designed and built the lunch tables for the lodge.  
Hans Schaffner often appeared early in the morning to direct the parking as the skiers 
arrived. Lloyd Mear continued to use his machinery to cut and clear runs and Vi 
Rosevear became the kitchen manager. Recognition and major accolades were given to 
these persistent, tireless and dedicated shareholders who devoted their time in lieu of 
payment, often receiving extra shares in the company. 
 
The day ski passes were given from a roll of tickets 
and attached to ski jackets by metal wires. Season passes 
were made in the evening by hand to be given to the 
holders the next day.  Lyle Knight remembers as a child 
running the laminator and hole punch to process the 
passes.  The client picture was taken by a camera, cut out 
and pasted to the pass. The names and year of issues were 
then hand printed on the passes and laminated one by one 
on the sheets.   At the end of the ski day the staff, armed 
with buckets and mops, cleaned the lodge and kitchen 
area in preparation for the next ski day. 
 
Propane ran most of the venues and communication beyond the mountain was 
limited to a radio telephone.  A small office building was located next to the completed 
lodge and was used for administrative purposes. Also, a large equipment shed and 
workshop were added to the outer buildings to facilitate repair and provide shelter from 
the elements. In spite of all the diversities, the members and directors created a 
progressive venue and the ski operation continued to advance into a burgeoning ski area. 
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PURDEN MOUNTAIN - ROAD BUILDING 
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PURDEN MOUNTAIN - ROAD BUILDING 
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PURDEN SKI LODGE CONSTRUCTION 
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PURDEN SKI LODGE AND HILL DEVELOPMENT 
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PURDEN - YELLOW CHAIR INSTALLATION 
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PURDEN - YELLOW CHAIR INSTALLATION 
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PURDEN SKI HILL ACTIVITIES 
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PURDEN SKI HILL ACTIVITIES 
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THE NORTHERN ZONE SKI PATROL 
 
George Evanoff was an active patroller at the Tabor Mountain Ski Hill. 
In 1966 he formed the Prince George Zone and acted as a director of the 
Canadian Ski Patrol Association. When the Purden Ski Hill was developed 
George’s interests gravitated to that mountain and became the patrol leader 
and held that position for 11 years.  How fortunate the newly built ski area had a 
knowledgeable patrol member to lead the way!  He organized a patrol of 16 people with 
two shifts per operating day. 
 
 
 
From the start, a patroller would always be on duty in the hut for any emergencies 
and knowledgeable on radio transmissions throughout the day. George Evanoff 
introduced avalanche skills to the group as they dug snow pits to observe any dangerous 
areas.  This allowed the members to rescue lost skiers and snowboarders to deal with 
out-of-bounds occurrences.  In later years the patrollers preferred to call on Search and 
Rescue Teams for all mountain rescues.  
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Ski Patrollers are on Purden Mountain in all types of weather and ski conditions. 
They are visible in the yellow jackets with the ski patrol ensign on the back and First Aid 
packs are also a part of each patrollers gear. They patrol the entire ski area from the 
opening of the lift to the end of the day when the patrollers sweep each run to be sure all 
the skiers are safely off the mountain.  The members can be skiers or snowboarders but 
usually they tend to be strong, hardy athletes to function as patrol members.  Each 
spring as the ski season ends, the management celebrates by holding a huge dinner party 
for these dedicated patrollers.  
 
The patrollers are subjected to a rigorous training regime before being accepted as 
members of the team. Each fall, a Northern 
Zone training weekend session occurs at 
Purden Mountain. The zone teams would be 
from the surrounding ski areas such as 
Purden Mountain, Tabor Mountain, Powder 
King (Pine Pass), Troll (Quesnel), Murray 
Ridge (Fort St. James) and Mt. Timothy (Lac 
La Hache).  
 
The practice entails evacuation of self and skiers from the chairlift, first aid 
instruction based upon the St. John method, caring for injured clients and moving them 
into the toboggan and the downhill trip to the patrol shelter for first aid attention. 
Usually a competition is held at the end of the weekend, challenging each zone to win 
medals and laurels of excellence for their ski area.  
 
There is an ongoing membership 
drive to attract skiers to join the 
Canadian Ski Patrol System. Since this 
is a volunteer organization the 
patrollers receive ski passes in 
payment for their work. The team also 
holds yearly functions to pay for 
operational expenses and training. The 
year-end Easter Egg party on the 
Courting Trail is one such event.  Two 
huge bonfires are lit and the skiers 
arrive in costume to sing, chat and say their goodbyes for the end of a ski season. This 
Ski Patrol tradition has been one of the highlights of each season and is a binding 
memory of such a welcoming, family-oriented ski resort. 
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LEAD SKI PATROL – GEORGE EVANOFF 
 
George Evanoff set standards of professionalism and expected the members to 
comply in their appearance in dealing with the public and to maintain an honorable and 
ethical behavior. He expected punctuality and reliability in all the volunteer patrollers. 
George led the way for safety and security for the Purden skiers, management and later 
adding snowboarders as they introduced that sport. He was an active member of the 
Canadian Ski Patrol, Pacific North Division, and in 1972 won the prestigious Canadian 
Ski Patrol Association Award for his outstanding contribution to all aspects of ski 
patrolling. 
 
In 1980, George Evanoff organized a ski show in 
the old Civic Centre as a fund raiser for the Canadian 
Ski Patrol. This attracted a visit by former Prime 
Minister Pierre Trudeau. Since his flight was delayed, 
George hired a helicopter from the airport to fly him 
to the event. He arrived on time to give his scheduled 
speech and the national press followed later.   
According to Bob Stowell, “George even had a ski 
jump set up inside the Civic Centre.” This show 
generated over $12,000 for the Canadian Ski Patrol 
System. Donations are also collected at other events 
to support the ski patrol expenses. 
 
George later turned his attention to winter 
mountain back country skiing in the McGregor 
Mountains north east of Purden Mountain. He organized heli-ski trips in the Dezaiko 
Range in partnership with patroller, George Dimor. His interest in this venue led him to 
the development of his own backcountry lodge, aptly named North Rockies Ski Tours. 
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LEAD SKI PATROL – BOB STOWELL 
 
Bob Stowell joined the Purden patrol in 1970 and soon became the assistant leader 
for the next seven years. When Evanoff left the Purden Ski Patrol position in 1981, Bob 
became the patrol leader. He was proud to be assistant patroller under George and to 
continue the values instilled in the 
leadership role.  Bob also serves as the 
president of the Pacific North Division of 
the Canadian Ski Patrol and co-ordinates 
activities in the northern zone.  The 
Prince George Citizen (March 13, 2014) 
headlined him as, “Frozen in time.   At 
91 years old, Bob Stowell is a stone-cold 
patrol veteran.”  After 33 years in the 
leader position he still maintains a 
modern and well supplied ski patrol 
facility that serves the mountain well.   
 
PURDEN SKI HILL – RECREATIONAL SUBDIVISION 
 
The next order of business was to create a recreational subdivision at Purden Ski 
Hill. It would be a bonus for the hill operators, racer’s families and shareholders to have 
residences on the mountain. 
Dene Knight was the person 
with vision and energy to bring 
this new development to the 
ski hill. His dedication to 
sound values and family were 
always foremost in his desire 
to enrich the lives of people 
important in his life. He saw 
the benefit of this new ski 
village and dedicated his time 
to make it successful.  
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Harry Baycroft and Les Cashman built a quick-lock construction ski cabin across 
the parking lot from the new lodge when the ski area opened. This enabled them to 
spend their weekends at the mountain and allowed their racing sons the luxury of on-hill 
accommodation. The weekend and holiday driving time was reduced and created a 
relaxing time spent at their mountain residence. Consequently, the active directors, 
parents of racers and other avid skiers became interested in pursuing the possibilities of 
erecting ski cottages and developing a small village at Purden Ski Hill.  
 
On request to the Department of Lands, Forests and Water Resources, a map was 
released by this agency for 46 available lease lots that would be located on the north side 
of the parking lot. The area was mapped out, and upper and lower roads were built by 
their department to service the recreational subdivision. The government agency 
arranged the parcel of lease land to be purchased by a bid system and all the property 
was claimed at the event. The spring of 1971 brought a flurry of lot clearing and the 
structures were erected and often inspected so they would be within the building code of 
recreational cottages. A three-year period was allowed to construct a habitable dwelling 
on the property. By 1974 an active village was formed.  
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SKI HILL DEVELOPMENT PLAN – PHASE 2 
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SKI HILL DEVELOPMENT PLAN – PHASE 3 
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     The daughters of Barry and Yvonne Phillips, Janice and Laurie, commented on the 
amusing times the family had as their 
cabin was built in partnership with 
the Young family. The first season, in 
1973, they lived in a trailer parked on 
the edge of the parking lot and were 
jokingly tagged as “trailer trash.”  
They also remember their dad and 
Mike Young taking a chain saw to 
carve out the front windows. The 
message from the men was that “the 
cabin wasn’t meant to be a piano.” 
 
Ray Clarke mentioned, “That was the first cabin I had ever built.” He and Gordon 
Sahlen built their cabins in a shop in town, dismantled and reassembled the structures on 
their property on the mountain.  Doug Knight recalls, “Dad took the ladder away when 
we were putting the hand split shakes on the roof. It was cold and night was 
approaching but we were up there until the roof was finished!” 
 
The Ski Patrol members built a joint cabin and had the framework erected. A strong 
wind blew in overnight and in the morning the entire structure was flattened. The 
building projects continued and the Baycroft cabin was moved from the parking lot area 
to the lease lot they had purchased on the upper road. They were rustic but cozy chalets 
and allowed the village culture and friendships to begin.  
 
The cabins depended upon wood 
burning heaters and some added a wood 
burning fireplace. The Thanksgiving 
weekend drew the owners away from 
their summer cottages to the ski village. It 
was time for cabin repair, wood splitting 
and hiking as the leaves turned to the 
autumn colours.  Cabin owners, anxious 
for another season on the slopes, would 
converge on the mountain to gather 
firewood for the winter. They would head 
onto the adjacent forest roads and cut wood from the surrounding forest.  This was then 
hand-split and stored for use during the winter ski season. The cabins were not heated 
during the week so on arrival for the weekend the wood heaters gradually thawed the 
First Tracks:  Building Ski Culture in Prince George, B.C.   Page 44 
 
frosty windows and warmed up the living areas while the occupants huddled around 
the stoves for comfort.  
 
Propane lights and coal oil lanterns lit up the wintry rooms and the outhouses, as 
well.  Later, propane heaters were added to the cabins so a low level of heat could be 
maintained during the week and keep pipes from freezing up. As time moved on, many 
owners invested in small generators and installed electrical outlets to allow a source of 
power for after-ski and evening use. 
Water was brought out from town in 
five gallon containers and used 
sparingly on the weekends. The ski 
lodge also had an available tap for fill 
ups by the cabin owners. A fresh 
mountain spring was located behind 
one of the cabins, so a well was dug and 
a hand pump from Northern Hardware 
was added to supply clean, sparkling 
water all season long.  
 
PURDEN SKI HILL – CULTURE AND ACTIVITIES 
 
Cabin owners were families interested in an atmosphere of a recreation life style 
away from the usual city activities. A close knit culture developed and ensured sound 
values and activities that would involve all age groups. The young alpine racers were 
housed on the mountain to concentrate on the training required for the FIS competitions.  
Young toddlers rode down the slopes in backpacks of skiing parents and advanced to ski 
in all weather conditions. Most cabins were a hum of activity every weekend throughout 
the winter.   
 
All family members were required to share in the daily duties such as filling the 
huge wood boxes, hauling water, shoveling walkways and decks and other cabin repair 
jobs. However, a cabin rule was that when the ski lift opens for powder skiing, the work 
ends. In the evenings the families enjoyed playing board games and cards while popping 
corn or sitting around the fire roasting marshmallows on willow sticks.  The racers 
would be busy waxing skis and using a heated flat iron to smooth the wax on the bases. 
A special area was set up in our cabin for waxing and sharpening the edges for the next 
day’s training or race.  
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Everyone joined in the Thanksgiving 
pot luck dinners. I recall one such event, 
where after hiking with the group we 
returned to a perfect turkey and six 
pumpkin pies! We laughed a lot and 
topped the whipped cream on everything. 
Other celebrations were appreciated in the 
same relaxed manner. Easter brought the 
Ski Patrol Easter party on the Courting 
Trail, each New Years a gala party at the 
lodge with dinner was held with dancing 
and fireworks, pig roasts and potlucks took place in the spring.  Birthday extravaganzas 
occurred and many evening singsongs sprang into being.  
 
Glenda and Bill Roberts 
from Hixon joined us for 
several Blue Grass evenings 
with all their talent and 
instruments. Guitars, banjos, 
bells and spoons rang out as 
we sang and played every 
song we knew. The 
songbook, ‘The Purden 
Yodeler’ was created by Lynn 
Box (nee Knight) to help our 
memories along. Doug 
Knight played many 
evenings on the guitar as we 
sang the hours away. 
 
Janice Dierker remembers our Progressive Dinners where each cabin supplied a 
different meal course, “Once you got past the appies it was a slippery slope to travel by 
foot to the next house without falling in a snow bank to be discovered the next day. But I 
do remember many a Saturday night party.” Often the northern lights would send a 
display of wonder across the sky so all would stand and gaze at the amazing sight. 
Young and old knew the stars that lit the way, the Big Dipper and other constellations in 
the brilliant night sky. 
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It is difficult to analyze the many reasons the village was important to the ski hill 
development. People investing in a single desire to ski and race on a well maintained 
venue was the ultimate goal. The village was established and families continue to be 
attracted to this lifestyle. The attraction of recreational areas away from the stress of 
business and other commitments is a bonus to a busy lifestyle.  Each new generation 
continues to enjoy the healthy weekend and holiday atmosphere. This has always been a 
family meeting place and therefore attracts all ages to the ski hill cabins, outdoor 
programs and the relaxing lifestyle of the village. The values embraced by the families 
provide the children with a healthy weekend environment.  
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PURDEN – ALPINE SKI RACING DEVELOPMENT 
 
The goal to have a new racing hill for the Alpine Team was realized. The team 
moved from Tabor Mountain ski hill to the new Purden ski area and became a solid, 
provincially-recognized group.  The National Team coaches moved with the racers and 
the National Junior course was engineered. The race course from the top of Purden 
Mountain was cut by the team members and the active parent supporters.  The new race 
course provided an outstanding, admirable challenge for the racers through the wooded 
forest and steep slope.  
 
The challenging course began with the initial drop off into the straight away under 
the chairlift, the first sharp corner and all-along anticipating the upcoming pre-jump. 
This was followed by a steep drop into the twists and turns that led to the bottom area of 
the run. The final slope to the finish line was wider and allowed for slalom racing and 
intense training.  All the training and races for the teams were restricted to this one area 
and many successful provincial events were run on this established course. 
 
HICKORY WING SKI CLUB AT PURDEN 
 
The racing team was affiliated with the Hickory Wing Ski Club and raced under the 
club name when they moved to Purden Mountain. The experienced coaches moved with 
the team and led the intense training needed to compete in the Provincial FIS races.  Bill 
Wonnocott was a racer with the National Team and had suffered a back injury. He was 
welcomed here and worked for IFS and Northern Ski while coaching the alpine racing 
team. He was the first coach for the 
team at Tabor Mountain and 
moved with them to the new 
Purden ski area.  Bill Ehrens 
became the assistant coach while 
he operated the Alpine Hut Sport 
Shop in the Parkwood Mall. These 
two coaches with their outstanding 
training skills led the racers on to 
win many provincial competitions. 
 
Purden’s First Ski Team (1969) -  
unknown, Bob Mear, Delia Evanoff, Dale 
Stephens? (skis), Joy Shofeld, Lea Ann Mear, Doug Mear, unknown, unknown, Jeremy Faulk (left to right)  
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Other successful coaches followed in their footsteps and the racing team was a 
strong group. Paul Venner, who operated a tree planting business in the summer 
months, also coached this Ski Club. He was a graduate of the University of Alberta and 
had coached the university ski team there. He considered various ski areas for viable 
coaching positions. However, Mike Perdue, director of the racing team, and Wonnocott 
convinced Venner of the advantages as coach of the Purden Mountain Ski Team. The ski 
hill was in the early stages of development and the outlook was a good fit for his career 
aspirations as a coach. Doug Rault assisted Venner in the first season of training.     
 
Paul Venner coached the team from 1972 to 1983.  In a phone interview from his 
home in Whistler, B.C., he discussed the important issues that faced him as the coach of 
the young team. He was an intense and strict trainer and intent on encouraging the 
racers to advance their skills. He worked to instill a grounded and hardworking ethic in 
his racers. They were taught to be less-focused on material aspects of the sport and more 
on remaining motivated and focused. Paul traveled to provincial races with the team 
with volunteer parent drivers such as Derek Faulk and Whitey Anderson from Williams 
Lake (a team van was purchased in later years). 
 
Northern Zone Ski Team - 1974 
Doug Knight, Dave Ditman, Doug Gairns, Paul Venner (coach), Dale Stephens, Lea Ann 
Mear, Doug Mear (left to right)
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     Under Paul’s coaching, the team was recognized as the dominant club in the province.  
Many ex-racers used Paul as a reference for jobs as he was known for his excellence in 
developing an extremely motivated group. Paul went on to coach the Men’s National Ski 
Team for nine years and traveled with them to all the international races. Paul now lives 
at Whistler Mountain, has coached for the Whistler Mountain Ski Club and gives private 
lessons for the mountain. 
 
THE SKI RACING CULTURE 
 
A Christmas Racing Camp was always held starting the day after Christmas and 
throughout the holiday break from school. The camp introduced and prepared the racers 
for the coming competitions held during the season. This camp encouraged skiers from 
the Northern Zone clubs to participate.  Bob Knight remembers, “The Christmas Racing 
Camp ended with the downhill race, invariably in -30C weather.” 
 
There wasn’t a team bus in those days, so parents of the racers were available to 
drive to the events.  They traveled to the provincial races and often left on a Friday after 
school, drove most of the night and then were either billeted or bunked in inexpensive 
motels. Wes Stephens and Dene Knight usually were the drivers and after the medal 
presentations on the Sunday they drove back, regularly through the night so the racers 
would be back in classes on Monday morning.  Doug Knight commented, “And yes, we 
did win lots of medals!”  He added, “In grades 11 and 12 I took two months off in the 
winter for ski races. I would see the teachers and was given school work to complete 
while on the road.”  
 
Doug Knight and Lea Ann Mear advanced to the Pontiac Cup Canadian Races 
which was a step to the National Team. They kept their good FIS points to help bring 
race points down for competition events at the local level. They traveled by train to the 
Pontiac Cup finals in Labrador City, Newfoundland in March 1974 and raced for the 
Okanagan Ski Team who represented British Columbia in this national event. Both racers 
FIS points were always among the top ten in Canada. 
 
The success of the excellent races held at Purden Ski Resort can be contributed to 
the dedication of the race officials. The parent members were interested in producing 
first class venues for the team and soon made this a reality in the Northern Zone. Many 
of the group also became executives of the governing body that oversaw these events. 
The Technical Delegates from the Purden group were soon invited to officiate at races 
throughout the province.  
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THE NEXT GENERATION 
 
Technology evolved from hand timers at the start and finish gates when electronic 
devices were introduced.  A timing shack was situated at the finish line and was 
connected to the start gate.  The timing judges were trained for this system and computer 
technicians in the lodge quickly produced the race results in record time.  All members 
of the race committee trained and worked as a team to make the Northern Zone races the 
best in the province.  The Hickory Wing Ski Club racers were now known as the Purden 
Ski Hill Team. 
 
Alpine racing continued to thrive at the Purden Ski Resort.  Successful racers who 
had raced with the team came forward as coaches. Doug Mear, Dean McDermott, Jeff 
Robinson and Josh Webber all added to the quality training needed for the FIS races. The 
equipment improved and a building to house it was located across the parking lot near 
the creek. The building became known as the Sugar Shack and was refurbished, painted 
and insulated by the parents. This allowed all the racing poles, flags, netting and storage 
items for races to be lodged and available on the hill. A sponsored, comfortable van was 
bought for the team to travel from town or to the races in other parts of the province.  
 
Team jackets identified the racers and their equipment also improved with better 
skis, boots, poles and racing clothes. It is interesting to note that the first downhill suits 
were sewn by the parents as they were not available in the ski shops. Today, the suits are 
manufactured for the ski racers needs and extremely sophisticated. Some of the training 
also moved to different locations on the mountain and often along the lift line.  
 
The racers held the 
Calcutta Cup race on the lift line 
course. They were in charge of 
all aspects of the race for parents 
and race officials and ended 
with the trophy presentations. 
This gave the team a chance to 
experience the intense 
responsibility of running a 
smooth event. The team now 
became known as The Prince 
George Alpine Ski Racers.  
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From the start, the concept of moving the Hickory Wing Ski Club alpine racers to 
the Purden Ski Resort was to promote a challenging venue and to showcase the Northern 
Zone. In March 1994 the 25th Annual Purden Downhill was held which encompassed the 
years 1969 to 1994. Nancy Greene was a guest attendant and arrived with boxes of Mars 
Bars, representing the sponsor of the event. Many other dignitaries from the provincial 
FIS organization were present at the celebration. Also in attendance was DeeDee Haight 
who raced at Purden several times before going into World Cup racing. Doug Mear, a 
Prince George Alpine Ski Team coach who won the Purden downhill five times in his 
racing career, was also in attendance. 
 
This race attracted teams from as far away as the Banff Ski Academy, the Okanagan 
teams, racers from the lower mainland and Mount Washington on Vancouver Island. 
The downhill race was run in two sessions to obtain the necessary vertical required. The 
first run was in the morning and the second run in the afternoon session.  A former racer 
recalls, “One year, to accommodate the distance of a downhill race, the Turkey Shoot 
was cut and groomed. The race ran from the top of the National Junior, across the road 
and over to the Turkey Chute, then down the slope to the highway below. The cut on the 
upper Turkey Shoot was too flat and so that run was discontinued for later races.”  
 
A legacy was born as alpine ski racing flourished. Tara O’Brien (nee Box) related 
her experience as a racer from the Purden Ski Resort, “Paul Venner and then Doug Mear 
were my coaches. We traveled as a team in passenger vans, raced and trained hard, but 
were allowed to play hard, too.  Chinese downhill and fresh powder! The coaches were 
enthusiastic, keen, and made us feel like we were always on top of our race. My fondest 
memories of racing are tuning skis at the cabin, setting up and packing gates, slipping 
the course and smoothing the ruts! I also enjoyed meeting people and making friends 
from all over the province.  We were also needed for fundraising by delivering wood, ski 
swap and sandbag sales. These events took the whole teams effort and parent 
involvement.” 
 
Tara continued, “Lots of great friendships are made ski racing. After getting ready 
at the cabin or down at the lodge, you skied all day with your friends and then hung out 
all night cabin hopping.  We wore padded sweaters and pants for slalom, and downhill 
suits for the other events. Each event had a pair of skis if you could afford them! I grew 
up skiing and I’m not really sure why I got into it. Most of the kids at the ski hill raced, it 
seems like it was a no brainer.  You skied and had a cabin, you raced!” 
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PURDEN MOUNTAIN AND NANCY GREENE 
 
Nancy Greene was a young ski racer from Rossland, B.C.   In 1968 at the Winter 
Olympics in Grenoble, France she captured a gold medal in the giant slalom and a silver 
medal in the slalom and was the first Canadian to win two medals in Olympic Skiing. 
Shortly after the wins, Greene raced at Purden Mountain.  She visited with our family at 
our home and Lyle Knight remembers, “I had no idea who she was at the time although, 
from a kid’s perspective, she was always welcome – she came with boxes of Mars Bars 
(her sponsor)!” 
 
Another one of her achievements was to create 
the Nancy Greene Ski League for children five to 12 
years of age. This is a national program inaugurated by 
her after her gold medal win at the Olympics Winter 
Games. Purden Ski Resort, along with the parents of 
the young skiers, sponsored and developed the 
program in the Northern Zone.  As outlined, the 
program introduces children to the basic ski techniques 
and skills, basic safety rules, and teamwork. Enjoyment 
of the sport and mountain environment is also 
emphasized. The focus is put on developing skills to 
ski on all terrain, in all conditions and most of all to have fun on skis!  
 
Greene is now a Canadian 
Senator and voted as Canada’s 
Female Athlete of the 20th Century. In 
her early years this famous racer 
resided at Whistler Mountain and 
developed Nancy Greene programs 
for young skiers. She and her 
husband Al Raine live at Tod 
Mountain near Kamloops and have 
helped promote it into Sun Peaks 
Resort, an all-season, international 
destination.  
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PURDEN SKI HILL EXPANSION 
 
In 1991, Michaela and Keith Buchanan bought the Purden Ski Hill and later 
purchased the Purden Lake Resort.  They have expanded both facilities into well-run, 
modern facilities.  The east slope of the Baker Creek area was mapped and engineered to 
allow for a new 1400 metre chairlift and four new runs. In 1993, a 30 metre wide swath of 
trees was cut running up the mountain to accommodate the lift and by 1995 the logging 
of the runs was complete. The foundations were poured for the towers and they were 
airlifted by helicopter to their positions up the newly cut line.  
 
The new runs were cleared of most rocks and groomed to allow Purden to open 
several weeks earlier than normal. The official opening day of the Baker Creek Chairlift 
was on Boxing Day 1995.The project doubled the areas lift capacity to more than 2,000 
skiers per hour and opened challenging new slopes to the public.  Buchanan explained, 
“The new lift line is just beautiful, just like a golf course.  The strip cut for the lift line is 
an expert run, while the other four runs are rated as intermediate.” 
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There is a story surrounding 
the name of each new run.  
One of the favorites was 
“Soya’s Choice,” named after 
the pet dog of Michaela, 
Keith and their children.  
They noted, “Our beloved 
Soya was laid to rest on her 
namesake run.”    The 
following winter, three fields 
on the Yellowhead side were 
opened for the powder 
skiers. Originally these swales were reached through a trail to the east of the lift area, 
were not groomed and provided some amazing powder slopes.  
 
New access was created from the upper “Courting Trail” and the three runs were 
serviced as additional routes down the slopes.  “Stowell Street,” “Hickory Wing” and 
“The Wall” opened and were named by ski members. “Stowell Street” got its name from 
the Ski Patrol group in recognition of Bob Stowell’s lasting contribution to the mountain. 
“Hickory Wing” as aptly named when Jeremy Bekken won the contest with his entry in 
honour of the Alpine Ski Team in the early days. “The Wall” was named by the Purden 
staff as it was a steep drop into the glades that finished on the upper “Blue Jay.” 
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Further expansion of the Lodge occurred in 1994.The original foundation was 
decaying, so improvement was made to sustain the structure. This new addition doubled 
the size of the lodge and included a new ticket office, a large lunch area and a big screen 
television section.  Cozy chairs were introduced to the area to enjoy sports or other 
television programs.  Prior to that, the lift tickets were purchased inside the lodge across 
from the cafeteria. This addition removed the bottleneck from the lodge and a daycare 
space resulted in this move. The kitchen was also modernized at this stage of expansion. 
 
An added benefit to the ski hill was the installation of a power plant in 1997 to 
supply electricity for the lifts, lodge and the recreational subdivision. Michalea noted 
that the power project was initiated by the cabin owners and Tom Schutz spearheaded 
the project. The Purden Lake Resort was also hooked up to the electricity from the power 
plant. Continued renovations were done in 1999 when the basement area was enlarged 
to make a full basement which allowed for a large rental shop and ski lesson office.  
Private washrooms, showers and lockers were installed in the adjoining area for the 
Purden personnel. 
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CREATING THE FUTURE 
 
As the ski industry grows, so does the future plans of the Purden Ski Resort. The 
management has indicated that 
Purden has a development 
permit in place to construct an 
area that would bring ski runs 
right down to the highway! A 
new lift would bring skiers to 
the adjacent peak just west of 
the ski hill and hook into the 
existing boundaries of the 
Bunny Hop and Yellowhead 
runs. The project was started 
with some logging done on the 
proposed runs and there are 
plans to continue work on it.  
 
 
The Buchanans have purchased an old Gondola lift that came from Mt. Hays in 
Prince Rupert. This was a local ski area that closed and the city of Prince Rupert tendered 
the job to the Buchanans to remove 
the existing site.  A crew of three 
spent a month tearing out the 
Gondola Lift and T-bar which will 
service the new Purden ski 
development. The indication is 
that the Purden Ski Resort, which 
began as a dream for a training 
and racing area for the alpine 
skiers, is now a favorite 
destination for the local 
recreational skiers and boarders. 
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2015 CANADA WINTER GAMES 
 
The community of Prince George has been designated to host the 2015 Canada 
Winter Games.  ”Northern B.C. has embraced the honour and responsibility that comes 
with hosting the Games,” said Todd Doherty, the games director of Revenue Generation.  
He continues, “The 2015 Canada Winter Games offers the businesses of all sizes to share 
in the 2015 vision of building champions, inspiring the next generation of Olympians 
and creating lasting legacies.”  
 
New sports venues have arisen in the community of Prince George to satisfy the 
needs of the developing athletes. Otway is the best venue for biathlon and cross-country 
skiing. A $1.7 million facelift over the past two years was done to improve what already 
ranks as one of the provinces best cross-country and biathlon facilities. It sports a new 
30-lane shooting range, built to international Biathlon Union standards and it gives the 
Caledonia Nordic Ski Club the ability to host national and international events. Woods 
adds, “The sport has come a long way and the facility improvement makes it truly an 
international facility.” 
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The management at Tabor Mountain Ski Hill has worked tirelessly the past two 
years to build new courses and reworking the 
Tabor terrain to make sure the mountain is 
ready for the Games snow cross, slope style and 
free style events.  “This has been an earth-
moving project that will continue over the 
spring and summer.  All the changes are 
happening here are getting more than just our 
community excited about the whole hill. We’re 
getting other countries excited about it,” 
exclaimed Meryeta O’Dine, who races on the 
Nor-Am Cup snow-board cross circuit.  The 
2015 Canada Winter Games Committee has 
worked with the management to help prepare 
the area for the event.  
 
Purden Ski Resort will host the slalom and giant slalom races for the Winter Games 
on the newly manicured Pipe Run. The Purden Invitational was held in February 2014 as 
a provincial one week training camp for the Games.  The race was Teck U16 Provincial 
Championship and important for the racers to qualify for other Provincial events seen on 
the slopes.  The newly cut run on the Purden Bowl was the testing slope for the slalom 
and giant slalom races and the racers were competing for a spot in the Games.   
 
The new race area can be watched from the lodge area and is designed for this 
national event. Delegates for the Games were present to survey the venue and make final 
arrangements to accommodate the Alpine Racing of the Winter Games. The run was 
inspected and designed for their satisfaction and other details were coordinated with the 
ski hill management. Road access from Highway 16 has been improved with their 
assistance to allow a wider and paved access to the area. 
 
It is obvious the progression throughout the years to develop Olympic caliber 
champions in all the winter sports has come from the desire to excel as a community.  
The drive and dedication of sport-minded individuals encouraged the athletes to excel 
and participate to their fullest abilities. Todd Doherty exclaims, “It takes a community to 
put on an event the scale of the 2015 Canada Winter Games, this is the largest national 
multi-sport event for young athletes in Canada.”   
 
First Tracks:  Building Ski Culture in Prince George, B.C.   Page 59 
 
Doherty notes that with thousands of athletes, coaches and officials travelling from 
all across Canada to Prince George, the 2015 Games provides a unique opportunity to 
showcase what the region has to offer. He further adds that it will showcase that Prince 
George and northern B.C. is a great 
place to live, work, play, invest 
and learn. The legacy of the event 
will live on.  Improvements made 
to venues such as Tabor Mountain 
Ski Resort, Purden Ski Resort, 
Otway Nordic Ski Center, Olympic 
Speed Skating Oval and Kin 1 will 
be used by aspiring athletes for 
years to come and give them a 
chance to train and compete at 
world class facilities close to home. 
 
The Prime Minister of Canada will open the 25th Canada Winter Games at the 
opening ceremonies on February 13, 2015 in Prince George, B.C. The games will be 
closed by the Governor General of Canada on March 1st, 2015. This also marks the 100th 
birthday of Prince George, our city from a tent town to a community of vision. 
 
❄❄❄ 
 
It is within these words I’ve tried to capture the development of culture of skiing 
around my hometown of Prince George.  My life, the lives of my family and friends and, 
more broadly, the community have all been indelibly shaped by this progression.  While 
the early settlers were most focused on survival, it was the introduction of sports and 
skiing that brought Prince George more into focus as a community for the future.  The 
various aspects of the sport (jumping, cross-country, alpine) brought us together with 
regional, provincial, national and international groups through events and resulted in 
further growth of our local ski culture.  This development has created internationally 
recognized athletes and brought us the 2015 Canada Winter Games!  All of this would 
not have been possible without the vision and energy of the leaders mentioned here and 
those taking us into the future.   
 
Lorraine Knight 
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Lorraine Knight is an author, poet and water color artist. She was born, raised and 
continues to reside in Prince George, B.C.  Being an outdoor fan, she loves the diversity 
of seasons in this area. Love of the seasons has led her to summer and winter sports and 
especially to skiing on the snow covered mountains.   
 
Vistas of breathless beauty from the top of my mountain 
   phantom swirls of angels, my god, my dream 
   words, thoughts join the turbulence around me.  
 
I feel the ultimate ecstasy… 
 
Ski tips tremble with need to carve the snow 
    release the freedom of this place  
    vibrancy flows down the slopes …to engulf me  
 
Sally Slap Cabbage 
Thoughts from the Cabbage Patch 
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FIRST TRACKS 
BUILDING SKI CULTURE IN PRINCE GEORGE, B.C. 
 
Author Lorraine Knight draws upon her pioneer heritage in Prince George, 
B.C. to capture 80+ years of ski culture in this central interior city.  From the 
early settlers relying upon skis for work, through to the development of the 
local cross country and downhill venues, Lorraine captures the impact the 
sport has had on the this community.   
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